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We continue the discussion initiated in the last

issue of the Hindu Vishwa: focusing here in the

question embodied in the title of this Editorial.

ne can make a hypothetical conjecture to

answer this fundamental question, if one

recalls the social scene in India at that

point in time. Devout mainstream

Hindus, oppressed by the higher-class community

(Brahmins) and with core-belief in the Vedas,

engaged in worship of an array of gods and

goddesses, whose true significance was hardly

understood by them. They were, in a way, trapped in

the maze of the complex hierarchy and the

numberless figures of divinity. They were well aware

of one injunction of the Vedic practice gone astray -

they needed to sacrifice animals to please the gods

and goddesses.  Lives - of animals - numbering in

hundreds of thousands were lost daily, as a common

chore of religious observations. 

Prince Gautam Siddhartha had seen first-hand the

suffering of a wounded crane shot in its free flight in

the sky by his sporting cousin. The germane seed of

non-violence to all, including birds and animals,

planted in his heart and mind at that incident,

naturally became a deep-rooted, all encompassing

huge tree, like the Bodhi-Vriksha under which he

resolutely sat down to solve the riddle of life, the

afore-mentioned social scene looming large in his

meditation. He must have recognized the root-cause

of rampart, senseless violence - a misguided practice

among Hindus in the name of God. He perhaps saw

no simpler way to curb this shameful violence than to

shun such worship - nay, the very name of God and

the large Hindu pantheon as venerated by the Hindu

populace of the time. This, he must have thought, was

the only logical path to eradicate the custom and

system of violence in the society. This approach had

the added benefit of letting his followers pursue

spirituality without the complexity and confusion

associated with endless divine personalities and

symbolic representations in the Vedic and Hindu

pantheon. 

Thus we have the underlying theme of freedom from

desires, Karma, rebirth, and Nirvana of the Geeta,

together with absence of devotion to divine figures,

but rather dealing with

the stark realities of

everyday life of common

people, and the principle

of universal compassion

and non-violence, as the

back-bone of Buddhism.

In this light, Buddhism

can be seen simply as a

simplified and modified

version of Hinduism - a

facet all adherents of

Buddhist philosophy

need to understand.

Developing an

appreciation of the wide-ranging appeal of Buddhism

should, therefore, go hand-in-hand with its deep

connection with Hinduism. This applies to people of

India as well as to people of other lands in the East

and the West, to traditional Buddhists as well as the

new seekers and enthusiasts. Thank God that the

practice of animal-sacrifice as part of the ritualistic

worship of gods and goddesses is now history - a

history some 500 years before the birth of Jesus

Christ, by virtue the spread of Buddhism in India at

that point in history. However, many enlightened

Hindus think that the theory of regarding life only as

a source of sorrow is a negative ethos. ■

O
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incinnati chapter of VHPA successfully

organized its first ever Cricket for SAC

(Support-A- Child) tournament on Sunday

Sept 15, 2013. The Cincinnati SAC team was

quite nervous and puzzled about the kind of response

this effort will have. None of the SAC team members

play cricket, nor do they have any knowledge of the

game. We

started

discussing

with the

friends

around and

searching

the local

cricket

websites.

We received

tremendous

support from cricket lovers and players, like Jeremy

Fernandez, Ashish Kothari, Sunil Ramnenei and

Santoshi Kotian. They contacted cricket teams in the

town, set the rules of the games and helped us in

organizing the matches. We got calls from ten plus

teams to play but

due to the time

constraint we

invited only six

teams to play. Each

team played for

eight overs game

and the team

scoring the most

was the winner.

Each team had to

play a minimum of two games. The tournament started at

9am and went till 8pm, playing total nine rounds of

matches. The matches were very exciting with pizza,

drinks, fruits and dhokla. Over seventy players, families

and SAC volunteers were there.  We displayed a big

banner of SAC and distributed SAC brochures, the SAC

program was well received and we got support for three

children on the spot. Even though the

tournament was organized to promote SAC,

we still managed to collect $1000 in the

process. At the end of the game, four trophies

were given out to the best batsman, the best

bowler, runner up and winner of the

tournament. We had solid brass trophies

custom made for "Cricket for SAC". With

very supportive weather, the first tournament

ended with great excitement and we have

decided to do the Cricket for SAC tournament

in 2014 on larger scale. The success in

organizing cricket tournament for SAC in Cincinnati can

be emulated in each chapter and if need be Cincinnati's

experience will come handy. We are otherwise unable to

contact youths from all parts of Bharat but through cricket

we did accomplice this difficult task.  Please email your

request to nishved@yahoo.com for support and visit

www.isupportchild.org for more details. ■

Cricket for SAC 

Tournament Organized by 

VHPA Cincinnati Chapter

C
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ugust 25th

and 26th

2013

witnessed proud

days for Hindu

Dharma, as the long

awaited project of

Encyclopedia of

Hinduism's 11

volumes were

unveiled in grand

celebration at the

University of South Carolina (USC), Columbia, South

Carolina. The voluminous encyclopedia contains

varying subject areas such as Sciences, Art Music &

Dance, Hinduism Worldwide, Yoga, Ceremony &

Spirituality, Social Institutions and Movements, Polity,

Philosophy, Language & Literature, Social Movements

& Balances and History & Geography. 

The celebration started on Sunday at 6:30 pm when the

University president Dr. Harris Pastides and his wife

Patricia Pastides (in traditional Indian Silk Saree)

organized welcome reception at their historical

presidential home. Both president and his wife

personally welcomed scholars, guests and local

community members. The celebration was filled with

the Indian music, fabulous vegetarian dinner and

reception. Governor of South Carolina Ms. Nimrata

'Nikki' Randhawa Haley was the guest of honor.

Congressman Joe Wilson also graced the occasion with

his presence for the entire duration of the program.

Swami Chidanandji gave an inspirational speech,

which was well matched with a great speech by the

Consul General Shri Ajit Kumar from the Indian

Consulate in Atlanta quoting Swami Vivekananda and

Rigveda. The biggest surprise attraction was the

presence of Shri Anna Hazare, his simple speech in

Hindi caught everyone's attention.  The occasion was

well marked with the recognition accorded to major

donors and volunteers.

On Monday morning, the session started at 9 am and

continued till 3:30 pm with the presentations from

various scholars like Dr. Ramarao Pappu from Ohio,

Dr. Subhash Kak from Oklahoma, Dr. V V Raman

from Rochester NY, Ratna Lahiri from India, Dr. Hal

French from Columbia. Dr. Kaushal Sinha presented

the overall journey of the project from inception to 

H I N D U  V I S H W A
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completion. Sadhavi Bhagwati ji,

Anna ji and Swamiji also spoke on

the occasion. All the 11 volumes

were then formally dedicated and

unveiled. The  entire program was

coordinated by Dr. Mira Narasinham MD, professor

and chair Dept. of Neuropsychiatry. These eleven

volumes will be eventually available on CDs and

online. 

The arduous journey of the encyclopedia project

began with its conception in Pittsburgh in mid 80's

by many Hindu saints, scholars and visionaries. To

formalize the organization and to get the nonprofit

status "India Heritage Research Foundation" was

incorporated in Pittsburgh PA . The Encyclopedia of

Hinduism became one of the IHRF projects. Swami

Chidanand Saraswati ji (known as Muniji) became

the Chairman of the foundation with Dr. Vijay

Singh, Provost of University of Pittsburgh as

President, Dr. Kaushal Sinha from Columbia, SC as

Vice President, Dr. Nawal Kant from PA as Secretary

and Dr. Radhu Agarwal from Pittsburgh, PA the

Treasurer. Subsequently, a meeting was called to

include the heads of other Indic religions as well as

the community leaders to discuss the logistics of

implementing the project including the fundraising.

In that meeting $125,000 were pledged by the

attendees to head start the project.

The project moved to Columbia, South Carolina in

1987 under the leadership of Dr. Kaushal Sinha who

later became the CEO of Encyclopedia project. The

first academic meeting was held with many scholars

including the members of IHRF in Columbia. Dr. K

L S Rao was appointed as the Chief Editor and

Padam Vibhushan Pandit Vidya Niwas Mishra ji

from Varanasi, India was appointed as an editor-in-

Chief. To provide proper guidance an editorial board

was established, which included many

internationally renowned top scholars of Hindu

Dharma from around the globe. To cover all the

areas of Hindu Dharma, total twelve subject areas

were indentified and twelve associate editors were

assigned in USA and 12 associate editors in Bharat.  

In order to complete the project, necessary funds

were needed. The first fund raising event took place

with the support of Hindu Temple and Cultural

center of Columbia South Carolina. Srimad Bhagwat

Katha by Sri Ramesh Bhai Oza was held and nearly

$250, 000 was raised. With the grand success of this

event, many Kathas and Yagnas were held in various

cities of US and Canada and millions were raised.

While the fund raising activities were going on, Dr.

KLS Rao and Muni ji toured Universities in USA

and India and recruited scholars to work for the

project of their expertise. Pandit Vidyaniwas

Mishraji helped in recruiting scholars in India. The

total 10,000 entries were identified. Due to

duplications and other redundancy 7000 were

selected for publications. To implement this massive

work, an administrative office was established in the

campus of University of South Carolina and Dr.

Sinha was made in-charge. Dr. Rao moved to

Columbia and many full time scholars as well as

administrative staffs were hired. The university

provided all the infrastructure and support.

Simultaneously, many offices were established in

India and the main office was in New Delhi, which

coordinated with Columbia office in USA.  Nearly

80% of the work (including writing and editing) was

completed in Columbia. The whole project was then

moved to Rishikesh, Bharat for final editing, proof

reading and publishing in 2007. The final proof

reading and editing was done under the supervision

of Dr. Kapil Kapoor and Sadhavi Bhagwati ji and

associate editors Shri Rajnish Mishra and Santosh

Shukla.

In the journey of 26 years of making Encyclopedia,

the team went thru many celebrations, excitements,

challenges and uncertainty. Many scholars left and

many new joined, to mention few scholars who

stayed with the project, Dr. Hal French from USC,

Shri Kireet Joshi from Shri Aurbindo Ashram,

Professor Venkatachalam from BHU, Professor  B K

Agnihotri from University of Louisiana, Dr. Sbhash

Kak from University of Oklahoma, Dr. Sunder Rajan

from USA,  Shri Sudarshan from Texas, Dr. Ratna

Lahiri from Delhi, Dr. Karan Singh, Shri Govind

Pandey from Allahabad University, Dr. Arvind

Sharma from McGill University, Kapila Vatsayan

from Delhi, Shri Ramkrishna from Bhartiay Vidya

Bhawan, Prof.  Karl Evems USC,  Gireesh Yagnik

from USC ( database management), Ms. Sita

Chidambaram and Annpoorni Virrappan from

Chennai and Shri Ram Bachhan from USA, Dr. John

Marr from England  

Finally, the day arrived! Everyone intensely and

passionately involved in the Encyclopedia project

was feeling very relieved, satisfied and proud. ■
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he air is filled with the sweet

smell of incense burning in a

corner of the huge hall.

Wrapped in shiny bright clothes,

statues of Hindu gods and goddesses smile

benevolently from the elevated platform.

Sitting on the white marble floor a group of

more than 50 men, women and children sing

devotional Hindi songs. Nothing

extraordinary about this scene, except that

the temple is in Ghana and the devotees are

all indigenous Africans. The tall cone-shaped

temple emerges out of the crowded

neighbourhood of Orkordi on the outskirts of

the capital Accra. It can be easily identified -

the holy Sanskrit word 'Om' shines on its

top.

●● Indian feel
The devotees here have no links with India and have

never visited the country. Still they strictly follow

religious rules and observe rituals in traditional

Hindu way.They say they have all converted to

Hinduism but many still use their Christian names

and African surnames.

However, they give their young ones Hindu

names like Rama or Krishna. Once inside the

temple, you forget that you are a continent

away from India. Diyas or little lamps are lit in

obeisance to the gods. Surprisingly, there is

even a picture of Jesus Christ amid the statues

of Hindu deities.

Come evening and the devotees gather in the

temple hall for evening prayer rituals. Holy

offerings to the gods are distributed after

prayers. Swami Ghanananda Saraswati, the man

who established Ghana's first African Hindu

Monastery in 1975, oversees the prayers sitting

in a high chair. Dressed in a flowing saffron

kurta and a wrap-around, he addresses the

people on the public address system and

explains the finer points of the Hindu faith and

philosophy. 

"I was born in a village nearby into a native

Ghanaian faith," he says. But his parents 

H I N D U  V I S H W A

T

■■ By Rajesh Joshi
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African-HHindu  temple

The temple is located in the capital Accra

Swami

Ghanananda

Swaraswati

established

the temple

in 1975
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converted to Christianity. "From a

very early age I would think about

the mysteries of the universe and try

to find the answers in religious texts.

But I failed," Swami Ghanananda says.

Then he read some books on Hindu faith and

embarked upon a new journey which took him to

Rishikesh in north India.

He spent some time there with a spiritual guru who

suggested him to open the monastery in Accra.

Ask Swami Ghanananda his original name and the

reply comes promptly: "My real name is Guide!"

●●  'No conversion'
It's not been easy for him to keep the faith.

He says initially he faced some opposition from a

section of the local people, but then the number of

visitors started growing.

"We don't ask anyone to convert to Hinduism. Those

who seek the truth enquire about the Hindu

monastery. We write articles in newspapers before we

observe big Hindu festivals like Navaratri or

Dipawali," says DG Otchere, manager of the temple.

He says that when a devotee died recently, a local TV

channel covered his cremation because burning a

body on pyre was unusual in Ghana.

There is even one Muslim among the devotees.

Jamer Baroudy says he was born into the Islamic

faith but his mother introduced him to Hinduism

when he was eight years old.

Mr Baroudy says: "I am aware that Islam prohibits

idol worshipping but then God doesn't make any

distinction. I visit this temple because I find solace

here." Today there are more than 2,000 indigenous

African Hindus in Ghana who come to the temple

quite regularly.

The total number of Hindus, including those from

India, is much larger. Hindu religion was first

introduced in Ghana by Sindhi settlers who migrated

to Africa after India was divided in 1947. There is

still a Sindhi temple in Accra. ■

Source: www.bbc.co.uk/news/10401741
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read your nice editorial about

"Buddhism as Simplified, Modified

Hinduism". Analysis of Lord

Buddha's teaching and His silence on

the question of God is very appropriate. Your

mention of Lord Budhha's departure from Lord

Krishna's teaching (BG 2.55 & 2.72) is highly

enlightening.

As is mentioned in "Bhagwat Puran, Kanto 12",

and "Tulsi Ramayan Uttar Kand", Kalyug Ke

Lakshan, Sanatan Dharma degenerates into many

sects and many unwanted rituals. Lord Buddha

tried to remove all those. However, His Ahimsa

message was main departure from Lord Krishna's

message to Arjuna on the battlefield (BG 2.37):

"hato va prapsysi svargam, jitva va bhoksyse mahim 

tasmad utitishtha kaunteyaya, yuddaya krita

nischaya".

(If you die in the battlefield, you go to heaven, if

you survive, you will enjoy the earthly kingdom.

Therefore, Arjuna, get up with determination and

fight) 

Due to message of Ahimsa, many Hindu kings

disbanded their armies and large number of

Kshatriyas in Bharat gave up their profession of

fighting and became Khatri businessmen. This

led to easy conquest of Bharat by Islamic armies

and India remained under Islamic rule for almost

800 years.Guru Govind Singh, the warrior saint

of Northern India, understood the meaning of BG

2.37 and incorporated it into daily Sikh prayers:

"raj karega khalsa, aakhi rahe no koye

par hoye to milenge, bache sharan to hoye".

(Pure devotees will rule and enemy will be

vanquished. If we die in the battlefield, we will

meet in the heaven, if we survive, we will come

in the service of Lord)

With this shloka (shabad), Guru Govind Singh

raised an army from mostly low caste Hindus

and called them Singhs (title of Rajputs). History

tells us that Guru Govind Singh and his Sikh

followers finished Moghul rule in North Western

India (including today's Pakistan and

Afghanistan) and Hindu raj was extended to

Kabul.

■ Bal K Gupta, Atlanta

Letter to the Editor

I



9October - December 2013

riday, the day of Eid festival

for the majority community

of Kishtwar turned to be a

black day of anarchy and mayhem for

its minority community. Day-long

arson, loot, firing and lawlessness,

indulged in by an emotionally

surcharged crowd of majority

community members, amply

demonstrated that the State government

was either incapable of maintaining

law and order in this sensitive area or

that it covertly let the vicious act of

ethnic cleansing of the Hindus from

Kishtwar region make a  monstrous

demonstration. In no way can the

state/district administration get

absolved of the blame that it

knowingly let law and order collapse in

the town.  

Law and order situation in erstwhile

Doda district, and especially in

Kishtwar, has been under strain ever since

the rise of militancy in the State in 1990.

Armed Pakistani jihadis have made a strong

build-up in this strategic region as it

provides them safe haven wherefrom their

smaller groups fan out to carry forward their

activities of subversion in the Pir Panchal range. Once

anchored in the region, the jihadis made deep inroads into

the youth of local majority community, did their brain

washing, sent them clandestinely to PoK terrorist training

camps for training in arms and subversion and partly

established secret hideouts in the deep forest recesses

where the locals received training in arms. Thus, by and

large, the entire region has been forced to pander to

militant proclivities either through unleashing fear or out of

whipping up religious zealotry.

While responding to ground situation, security planner

added a new dimension to

their counter-terrorism

strategy. It was of creating

Village Defence Committees

(VDC) whose members were

provided a few ordinary

arms for self-defence. This

arrangement helped in curbing free movement of the

militants in the sequestered region of Kishtwar. They found

it increasingly difficult to carry out the agenda assigned to

them by external masters. Secondly, erstwhile Doda district

became a hotbed of rivalry between the two mainstream

political parties in the State. Although NC and Congress

are in coalition yet, on local level, their mutual rivalry in

Doda has not abated. Moreover, after the former Chief

Minister of the State - who hails from this district - had to

quit the office when his coalition partner pulled the rug

F
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in Kishtwar
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under his feet, and the leadership of

PCC changed hands, its fallout on

local level was amply discernible. In

this messy political hotchpotch, it is

obvious that the crude game of vote

bank politics comes to front burner. This is a situation

very conducive to the perpetration of the agenda of

militants. The vote bank politicians would naturally

like to hobnob with them if not for empathy for their

agenda but surely for gaining mileage from keeping

the militants in good humor.

In this context it is noteworthy that the Minister of

State in charge of Home Affairs, Mr. Sajjad Ahmad

Kichloo, who also happens to be the MLA from the

same constituency, had been camping in Kishtwar for

three days to celebrate Eid festival with his family.

He was a personal witness to the widespread

communal violence unleashed by the crowds after

offering Eid prayers on Idgah ground but did nothing

to bring the situation under control.

Contrary to what role he should have played to

overcome the crisis of serious magnitude, the

grapevine has the story of him directing law and

order authorities not to use traditional methods of

controlling rowdy mobs as that would lead to

escalation of lawlessness and disorder. This is strange

logic. It allows rioting majority community to have a

field day for perpetrating loot, arson and mayhem on

the minority community so as to scare its members to

abandon their homes and run for shelter.

Secondly, district civil authority is the frontline level

of administration that has to be held responsible of

maintaining law and order in the district. It is not

understandable why the district police did not act as it

should have to nip the evil in the bud. If the local

police are incapable of controlling just a group of two

hundred persons raising anti-India, pro-Pak slogans

and fluttering Pakistani flags and then prompting

others to join them, then this is a sad reflection on the

entire structure, formation and function of the local

police. It raises a question mark on the integrity and

loyalty of the local police.

Thirdly, anti-national elements have been active in

the region for quite some time. They have been

giving vent to their pro-terrorist tendencies in more

than one way. Photographs of parliament attacker

Afzal Guru and other militants have been repeatedly

exhibited on walls and structures.  Why were the

intelligence, security and police forces unmindful of

these happenings? Why did not they take proper steps

to pre-empt any mischief. They had full information

that there was vigorous campaigning by vested

interest to pressurize the government in withdrawing

VDCs. Also on behest of separatist elements, local

miscreants had unleashed a tirade against an honest

and dutiful police officer Shiv Kumar and tried to

implicate him in false cases just because they

considered him a symbol of anti-terrorist force. The

minority community in the region has been variously

intimidated and harassed which shows that the

element of intolerance has exacerbated among the

majority community. This has caused imbalance in

communal harmony.

It is but natural that there have been widespread

peaceful protests in the length and breadth of Jammu

province against unprovoked attack on the Hindu

minority in Kishtwar. The protesters believe that

disrupting communal harmony is against the ethos of

the Indian nation. Their protests are indirect demand

of restoration of communal harmony and peaceful

coexistence. This is a land of many religions,

cultures, languages and ethnic groups. We have no

alternative to tolerance and peaceful co-existence. But

we will not mince words when we come to evaluating

and analyzing the role of politicians caught up in

detestable vote bank trickery. This scourge is taking

the toll of our democratic and secular dispensation.

J&K State has seen the ethnic cleansing in the valley.

Its replication in Kishtwar would mean a frontal blow

to all that Indian nation stands for. The militants are

on the run and in the process they would want to

extract full mileage from ambivalent political

leadership in the state. They are eager to foment

communal trouble because this helps them achieve

their nefarious designs. A patriotic person, political

party and institution would not only condemn designs

of fomenting communal disharmony but will desist

from all such activities as lead to the widening of the

gap between communities.

The Kishtwar assault on local minority community is

a litmus test for the State government on how far it is

seriously interested in providing secular dispensation

to the people of the State, particularly when ground

realities unfold a widespread network of pro-

militancy sympathizing masses working underground

as well as over ground to the entire satisfaction of

militants and separatists. ■

Source: idp.world-citizenship.org/wp-archive/1092

10 October - December 2013
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alvihar Hindi School of VHPA, Atlanta

Chapter, recently conducted its fourth

annual STARTALK Hindi Camp, from

15th to 25th July at Berkmar High

School, Lilburn, Ga. The ten day Hindi language

camp was attended by 100 students, grades 6-12,

who got a chance to improve their proficiency in

the Hindi language through a variety of engaging

activities. The objective of the federal government

funded STARTALK foreign language program is,

literally, to get kids to "start talking" in the target

language in 10 days. This goal was realized by

creating and immersing the students in an 

Startalk Balvihar 

Hindi Camp Connects 

Healthy Living to 

Healthy Environment
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atmosphere that was totally and

unmistakably Indian: the language,

the food, the games, the music and

most of all, the rich traditions.

Embedded in the language lessons

was a wealth of knowledge about the rich culture,

traditions and practices of ancient India as well

as the progress of modern India. The beauty of

the camp was that culture was used as a tool to

teach the language and language used to

reinforce cultural practices.

The theme for the camp this year was "Know

Bharat and its Science", with special focus on

Eco friendly traditions and festivals of India and

Ayurvedic practices for a healthy mind and body.

The camp was jointly inaugurated by a former

Director General of Police (MP), Mahendra

Shukla and his wife Asha Shukla, also a recipient

of national award for best social worker and

extensively working for the education of tribal

children in remote places in India. The camp took

off with lessons on conversational Hindi, formal

and informal greetings and everyday topics such

as weather. This was followed by festivals of

India and their significance, environmental issues

such as conserving natural resources, use of

renewable energy and ways to reduce land, air,

water and sound pollution. This is the second

year that the camp successfully incorporated

STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and

Math) in the theme, to help students learn a more

practical and relevant form of the Hindi

language.

A typical day at the camp started with Yog, 
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taught by a certified Yoga instructor

Anamika Dwivedi, who took the

time to explain the significance of all

the asanas she taught. This was

followed by a healthy breakfast and then came the

project based language lessons. True to the camp's

theme, the students were introduced to different

festivals of India related to elements of nature,

from Sankranti and Chhat festivals celebrating the

Sun to Pola, Bihu and Onam related to farming

and harvest. Also discussed were the earth friendly

Indian traditions of Bhoomi- poojan, usage of

pattal and don (plates and bowls made of dried

leaves) and natural bio fuels like cow dung. Kids

got a glimpse of Ayurvedic concepts of healthy

eating habits and medicinal use of various plants.

YouTube videos gave information on a variety of

topics, from the use of solar energy in remote

villages of India, efforts to conserve rain water and

increase ground water level to the use of 

Ayurvedic powder for good health. Later in the

day, students undertook art and craft activities

related to the festivals they learnt about, such as

decorating paper bulls for Pola, making snake

boats for Onam, Dhol for Baisakhi , Pepa, a

musical instrument played during Bihu and science

projects such as making sun dials and solar

cookers, testing soil samples for  nutrients and pH.

They made paintings with plant based colors using

spinach and beetroot and even got to bake cookies

in the pizza box solar cooker they made!

An activity that most kids really enjoyed was 
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building the Eco-

friendly model

home. Over the ten

day period the

students designed and

built their "dream" home with eco-

friendly features like rain water

harvesting, solar panels, wind mills

and a garden with a composter!

They got to decorate their homes

with the artifacts they made, related

to various festivals. The garden

featured various plants and

Ayurvedic herbs, complete with

plant information. The model home

project gave an outlet to the

creativity of the children, while

reinforcing the importance of

environmentally friendly products

and practices that they learnt during

the day.

In the afternoon, popular Indian

sports like Kabbadi and Kho-kho

kept kids active, not to mention

kite flying and Hindi Film dance

for those interested. The day ended

with a recap activity where students

got a chance to share what they

learned.

A highlight of the camp was the

field trip to Gwinnett

Environmental and Heritage Center

and Atlanta Botanical Gardens. The

field trip very effectively

complimented the theme of the

camp. A new feature included this

year was a presentation by Shri

Ajay Loiwal, an entrepreneur and

business owner in the Solar Panel

industry. He spoke about the merits

of using renewable energy and the

use of solar panels, followed by a

Q&A session with the inquisitive

kids.

The camp ended with a Science fair

where kids got a chance to show

off all their crafts, science projects

and the model homes that they

built, in front of parents, 
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community members and friends.

Parents and family members got a

chance to see what the children

accomplished in the two weeks and

to hear their kids describe their projects in

Hindi. The collection of about 25 model homes

displayed at the end of the camp was an amazing

sight! The finale of the camp was a cultural show

put together solely by the kids, again showcasing

the language skills that they had learnt. The

overall objective of STARTALK is to get

students to speak, read and write Hindi at a level

higher than they started and it would be fair to

state that the goal was met to a large extent.

The feedback from students and parents was very

positive, with most students enthusiastic about

returning to the camp next summer. The camp

was evaluated by a team of professionals from

STARTALK and given a superior rating in the

planning and execution. Of course, an activity

like this needs extensive ground work! The camp

director, Mrs. Manju Tiwari and a team of

dedicated teachers from Balvihar Hindi School of

World Hindu Council of America (VHPA), spent

the last few months planning each and every

hour of the camp. 

During the camp, the teachers were assisted in

class by a team of efficient Teaching Assistants,

most of whom are Balvihar graduates, now in

college. The TAs proved to be good role models

for the aspiring Hindi language learners! The

camp administration was ably overseen by Nihit

Tiwari, a junior at Georgia Tech, assisted by a

team of student volunteers. And last but

definitely not the least, the kitchen was managed

by Sneha Mehtaji, a VHPA member, assisted by

a team of lady volunteers, who kept everyone

well fed and well hydrated, four times a day, on

time each day!! ■

www.balvihar.org
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Swami Vivekananda's 150th Birth
Anniversary Commemorated in Chicago

orld Hindu Council of America (VHPA)

Chicago chapter organized "World

Without Borders" program on Sept 27-

28, 2013 to commemorate the 150th

birth anniversary of Swami Vivekananda. It was a

two day event where over 2000 people participated.

The event was co-sponsored by more than 35 local

organizations. It was the mammoth effort of 50 plus

volunteers led by Sham Sheth, Vandana Jhingan,

Harendra Mangrola, Jitendra Diganvker, Amar

Upadhyay, Kamlesh Patel and Viral Trivedi

representing various organizations making the event a

milestone for Hindu community.

The program started on Friday Sept. 27 with Deep

(lamp) lighting by invited dharma Gurus and

dignitaries. VHPA president Shri Jyotish Parekh

welcomed more than 500 delegates who attended the

banquet. Speakers delivered their messages 

World Without Borders

Program a Milestone 

for the Hindu Community

W
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highlighting the glories of Sanatan

Dharma and Hindu culture while

remembering Swami Vivekananda.

Stephen Knapp (Srinandan das) of

ISKON, Detroit said, "I am proud to

be a Hindu and a follower of Sanatan

dharma. We do not convert but convince people. Like

Swami Vivekananda we need to be convinced what

our culture can offer to the world."

On Saturday Sept. 28th World Without Borders'

delegates gathered near Wisconsin avenue and

walked to the Art Institute of Chicago where Swami

Vivekananda delivered his historic message 120 years

ago. The procession was led by Yoga guru Baba

Ramdev, Swami Chidananda, Swami Varadanand of

Vedanta society, Swami Sharadanand of Chinmaya

Mission, Lokesh Muni of Jain Center,  Subramanian

Swami, Dr. Omkar Patidarji from all world Gayatri

Pariwar, sadhvi Bhagvati ji, Dr Ramkamal Das ji

Vedanti, Dr Binny Sareen of Brahma Kumari,

prominent Hindu scholar Rajiv Malhotra , American

Hindu scholar Stephen Knapp, Canadian Hindu

proponent Jeffrey Armstrong, Native American Hindu

Dennis Hawk, former Ambassador Dr. Bhisma

Agnihotri ji, VHPA founder Dr. Mahesh Mehtaji, and

many others participated in the event. Swami

Ramdev garlanded the statue of Swami Vivekanand

outside the Art Institute. 

All gathered in the hall where Swami Vivekananda

spoke. After lamp lighting, a representative of

Governor's office read a message from Governor of

IL proclaiming September 28th, 2013 as Swami

Vivekananda day. The morning session in Museum of

art concluded with a message by Baba Ramdev who

said, "We bow to the efforts of America, but at the

same time we bow to the ancient culture of India. We

need to live the message of Swami Vivekananda who

said that God does not live in places of worship but

he lives in humans - we should have darshan of

Brahman (God) in the entire Brahmand (universe)." 

More than 1500 delegates attended cultural gala

event at Jain Mandir (temple) hall in Barttlet, IL for 

H I N D U  V I S H W A
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the concluding session in the

afternoon. Children from the local

Balvihars enthused the audience by

singing and dancing on patriotic

songs. Jain Muni Lokesh sang a few

lines praising the bravery of Swami Vivekananda

and congratulated VHPA for bringing all

dharmacharya and organization on one platform.

Dr Binny Sareen of Brahma Kumaris institute

talked about her research on the teachings of

Swami ji. Dr Subramanian Swamy praised

Vivekananda an ideal of Modern Hindu society. 

Rajiv Malhotra emphasized upon scholarly study

about Hindu Dharma and removed misconception

set by Western academics. Jeffrey Armstrong

talked about Vedic philosophy and need to

organize different sects and temples into strong

and alert Hindu society. Stephen Knapp reminded

of the contribution of Vedic thought in World

Civilization and appealed people to be proud

Hindu.In his keynote speech swami Ramdevji

said," Vivekananda's speech beginning with

"Sisters and Brothers of America" has the whole

message of Indian culture -- because husband,

wife, father come later; but brother, sister come

first. This is an important bond between brother

and sister. We are  children of God. Earth has been

filled with communal violence. It will destroy all

countries.  Only the bond of brotherly love

between humans can save us from this

destruction."

He further commented, "The world's biggest

problem is how to transform ordinary people into

better persons. Vivekananda said humanity is the

message. We are not concentrating on conversions

or how to increase the people belonging to our

religion. Swami Vivekananda did not convert, nor

did rishi munis or any Hindu personalities.  Lack

of knowledge coupled with power to convert

people's religion will not let us achieve anything

but another religious war will start. We embrace

such a religion that gave moral values to the

world. We believe and respect all other religions.

We are proud of such a country that has given

refuge to persecuted people of all kinds of

religions. Only India can do it." ■

H I N D U  V I S H W A
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hat perspective can help bridge the

division between Hindu Americans

young and old in understanding their

common spiritual heritage? This

question sounds like it's taken directly out of the

schedule of any one of the numerous Hindu

conferences held around the United States and

Canada. It's an important question in times where

Hindu parents and elders often worry about issues

of identity in their children's generation. The

perspective of a young, Hindu, Indian American

explaining his life as a monk might not be a

perfect answer to the question but, it definitely is

a good one. Urban Monk offers a truly unique

look at Hindu spirituality that is accessible to

younger generations and older ones.

The book is a partial autobiography of Gadadhara

Pandit Dasa who moved to the United States with

his parents when he was seven years old from

India. Dasa's childhood that could describe the

lives of many Indians living in America today.

The struggles to integrate with American society,

economic ups and downs and identity issues that

face many people are all there. As part of his

families' business ventures Dasa moved to

Bulgaria to help out his father. Here, he found one of

the secretaries his father had hired reading the

Bhagvad Gita and began regularly reading it. He

found solace in being able to relate Arjun's anguish

to his own struggles in life. That happenstance

seemed to have forever altered his life.

After leaving the increasingly unstable Bulgaria

Dasa's family moved to Manhattan. Here, he started

working in the mortgage industry and continued his

study of the Gita. He began frequenting local temples

and became increasingly interested in spirituality.

Eventually, he went to stay in the Hare Krishna

temple in Mumbai and became a monk. Dasa

explains his evolution from everyday Indian

American to monk in great detail. He describes how

the events in his life gradually affected his thinking

and led him down his spiritual path. This type of

explanation greatly benefits the reader. It is often

difficult to relate to those who have chosen spiritual

lives, especially for young Hindus. Often these

differences result in a disregard for spirituality in the

younger generation. Reading about a genuine

spiritual quest from Dasa is refreshing because of his

"everyman" type of appeal for the Hindu diaspora.

Everyone who reads this book will not become a

monk or involved in spirituality in the way Dasa has.

For those who are so inclined it offers a view into the

life they might choose for themselves. For others the

book illustrates that Hindu philosophy can benefit

even those who feel that they cannot relate to their

own spiritual heritage. 

Even a modern young man can have legitimate

spiritual urges and can explore them as a modern

individual. This lesson is beautifully expounded in

this book and is a lesson more in the Hindu diaspora

deserves to learn. ■

Book Review

W

■■ Reviewed by Ankit Tiwari
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es, Hindus and devotees

are awakening. Hindus

and devotees are awakening to

the fact that we have a profound culture

in which we can take pride, and that we

need to take a stand to more effectively

reach out to our own Hindu/Vedic

brothers and sisters, and to those non-

Indian truth seekers who want to know

more about the Vedic tradition and its practices.

I was honored this year to have been invited to

several of the Dharma & Yoga Fests in different parts

of the United States to give talks, or even be the

keynote speaker. These were put on by the HSS and

an assortment of organizations as part of the

commemoration of Swami Vivekananda's 150th birth H
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awareness of its importance and depth, and effectiveness and

joyfulness with the association of others.
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year in 2013, and his Parliament of

World Religions lecture that he gave

in Chicago 120 years ago, and to

celebrate his vision of "Universal

Peace through Dharma and Yoga."

And I was able to view how effective these

festivals could be. They accomplished many things,

the most important of which I think are:

● The festivals are a celebration of the Vedic culture.

Everyone can enjoy the many aspects of the tradition,

and take pride in its beauty and variety of forms of its

inward journey and outward expressions. Sometimes

people think the Vedic tradition is mostly an

intellectual exercise, or filled with rituals that are not

very well understood. But these kinds of festivals can

indeed be an outlet to celebrate in ways in which

everyone can understand, and to further explain what

it is. They bring out the color, the brightness, the

beauty, the multiple ways of expression that anyone

can enjoy. It can also be a means to bring people

together in unity with a common purpose, and to

celebrate their ancestry or ancient culture and realize

how relevant it remains to this day.

● Such festivals also help protect and preserve the

culture by rekindling the awareness of its importance

and depth, and effectiveness and joyfulness with the

association of others. Even amongst Indian Hindus,

they sometimes take their culture for granted or lose

their interest or the joy that is a natural part of it. So

this kind of festival can help recharge the batteries of

such people who may be losing the spark. It can show

that there is something worth working for, and

something that is worth preserving and handing to

others, like the next generation. It can show how

many others there are who take pride in their culture

and are willing to work to show the profound nature

of it and the natural joy and happiness it can invoke

in anyone, if they only show a little initiative. It also

shows the happiness of coming together with others

for a greater cause.

● They bring together members from many different

temples and organizations to help work harmoniously

in a common purpose. There is a great importance for

individuals to amplify their efforts by joining an

organization, and work in concerted ways to

accomplish things for the Vedic tradition. However,

there is a need for us to stand together. All

organizations and temples also need to show

cooperation and unity when it comes to working to

preserve and protect and perpetuate the Vedic culture.

This kind of festival offers the opportunity for all

such organizations and temples to work harmoniously

together and offer their part in making the festival a

success, and to show others how we can stand as one.

Many hands make for light work, and if everyone

works together great things can happen. This kind of

festival is the ideal situation wherein we can display

this kind of cooperation.

● It promotes the culture not only to the Hindu

youth, but also to western guests who want to know

more about it. I have advocated for years the need to

have events wherein the non-Indian and non-Hindus

of our community can attend and learn what the

Vedic tradition has to offer and to see the beauty of

it. Some temples offer tours of the their displays or

Deities, or send  invitations to the regular festivals

they have, like Krishna Janmasthami or Diwali, but

sometimes these are difficult to understand without

some prior familiarity. But a Dharma and Yoga Fest

provides the means by which they can come in, be

greeted, have a seat and watch and learn very

easily. They can see the booths and book tables, or

go to the main hall and simply sit and watch the

talks, skits, plays, dances, yoga demonstrations, etc.

on stage and easily imbibe the self-explanatory

information. This is extremely important for people

to learn and also feel welcome without feeling out

of place. Then they can also mingle and ask more

questions, or pick up some books to take with them.

Often times they do not know the extent of the

variety the Vedic tradition has to offer, and these

kinds of festivals can fulfill that.

THE PURPOSE OF THE FESTIVALS

As explained in one of the souvenirs that was

handed out, the Dharma & Yoga Fest is being

planned in such a way that everyone can benefit

from it, and at the same time have plenty of fun.

Each city is planning it in a unique way. However,

the key features of the festival remain the same;

introduction to the four types of yoga popularized

by Vivekananda Swamiji, education on Dharma for

Hindus and non-Hindus, cultural activities with the

Dharma and yoga theme, fun activities for children,

and delicious food for everyone. The program

would include a key note speech, kirtan

performance, cultural dance and drama, skit on Sri

Krishna, discussion and booths on different types of

yoga, exhibitions on Swami Vivekananda and 
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Dharmic Traditions from India, face

painting, henna tattooing, modern

games with Dharmic themes, and

on-the-spot quiz contest with prizes

for middle and high school children,

and more. The event would be free to the

public. A volunteer of the planning committee

explained, "we are trying to showcase Yoga and

Dharma as envisaged and explained by Swami

Vivekananda. It is for everyone irrespective of

cultural affinity and religion. For example, who

would not want to practice truth, charity,

compassion and honesty, the four pillars of

Dharma?" Furthermore, as Swamiji said, "All

differences in this world are of degree, and not of

kind, because oneness is the secret of everything."

The focus of all these celebrations is not Swami

Vivekananda, but his message of peace and

prosperity for all.       

THE VARIETY OF ACTIVITIES

Naturally, the festivals were a celebration of the

Vedic tradition of Dharma and yoga, but they were

meant to be fun as well, not only for the adults, but

most certainly for the children. And they were

meant to provide the means so

everyone could participate in some

aspect of the Vedic tradition and

enjoy what it has to offer. In this

case, there were many activities in

which you could engage.

The children had magic shows,

henna face painting, group activities,

and crafts. There were also carnival

games such as Hi-striker, Crazy

Dots, Can Smash, Troll Toss, and

Ring Toss. All games were modified

such that they were connected to the

theme of Dharma and Yoga. Parents

were encouraged to enjoy the games

with their children and learn about

Dharma and Yoga at the same time

in a stress free environment. The

children scoring above certain points

would receive prizes. There was also

'Search the Jewels of Dharma'

instant quiz game in which middle

and high school children could

participate. They were given a

question sheet to solve as they go through the

posters. Scores above a certain percentage would be

rewarded with prizes! Some of the youth did better

than the adults!

Book Tables were set up for any of the participating

temples or organizations who wanted to display

their books.

Exhibits outside the main hall were there for

showing the many aspects of Vedic culture, such as

how things were applied in this day and age. For

example, the importance of cow protection, the

value of doing the homa (Agnihotra) ritual and

what it does, poster exhibits that show the

contributions of Vedic culture to modern

technology, the need to establish more Ekal

Vidyalaya or one teacher schools located

throughout much of rural India, or have an outdoor

procession for Lord Ganaesh or Lord Jagannatha in

which everyone can participate, and so on.

Other Exhibits Included: Bhakti Yoga (path of

devotion) booth represented by a local temple, such

as Iskcon, or a collection of societies, that would

offer books and kirtan sessions in a separate room.

The Raja Yoga booth to answer questions and

demonstrate yoga postures and pranayama, or

provide books and video presentations on Hatha 
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Yoga. The Jnana Yoga (path of

knowledge) booth, and Karma Yoga

(path of self-less work) booth to

learn how to engage in self-less

service and the organizations that

can help, such as Ekal Vidyalaya

Foundation (Single Teacher Schools) and Sewa

International. Both of these organizations are run

by volunteers who do self-less service to help those

in need.

Food Stalls are always welcome to provide good

food to all attendees at a nominal price, either from

local vegetarian restaurants or offering prasada

from local temples.

Exhibits from the local community could also be

set up, such as the local Fire Department to have a

fire safety display with a Fire Safety House/Fire

Truck. Anyone could take benefit of it, and take

your children to the Fire House and truck for fun

and learning. In addition, the local Police

Department can have a public safety booth.

THE FORMULA THAT WORKED BEST

I had seen a variety of arrangements in the

schedule and how the planning was done at the

festivals I had attended, but there was one that

worked really well. In that arrangement, they had

the children's activities outside where the children

could make all the noise they wanted and it would

not affect anyone or any other part of the program.

Then inside the hall at the front, were the booths

and separate rooms for more displays or separate

kirtan sessions. Then inside the main hall was

where the main events took place.

However, the point is that they did not have

separate sessions for the Bhakti yoga, Karma yoga

or Gyana yoga topics, or other talks that may have

taken place. I had been to a few wherein these

sessions were held in separate rooms at the same

time, like parallel sessions. Then you had to choose

which one you wanted to be in. But the festival I

went to that was best was when they had all of

these sessions in the main hall, but at different

times as part of the main program. They were half-

hour to 45 minute sessions, short but concise. The

advantage was that a person could sit in the main

hall and see everything, rather than having to make

a decision whether they wanted to learn about

Bhakti yoga, OR Karma yoga, OR Gyana yoga,

etc. This is especially important for non-Hindu

Westerners who are investigating this for the first

time, and may not realize that the Vedic tradition

offers such a variety. But even for the experienced

Indian Hindus, it can provide them with a

remembrance of what they may have forgotten, or

new ways of looking at things.

The point is that they can simply sit in the main

hall and learn and see everything, from the yoga

sessions, demonstrations, to the talks, the dances,

the plays and skits, everything is happening in one

place, and all you had to do was to be there, unless

you wanted to take time out for seeing the booths.

This was especially well organized and effective

for everyone. That particular festival took place

from about 3 PM to 8 PM. Of course, it could have

started earlier, but that is up to the organizers.

In conclusion, it has been very rewarding to see

how many of the followers of Sanatana-dharma are

stepping forward to celebrate their culture together

and open it for all others to see and participate in as

well. Other religions are also making strong efforts

to present themselves in a way so outsiders can

understand them better, and we need to do the same

thing and not make it seem like we are some

exclusive group that cares little for anyone else. Of

course, I know that is not the case, but we have to

make efforts so that others understand that as well.

And these Dharma and Yoga Fests seem like one of

the best ways to do that yet. Now that we have seen

their effectiveness, we should continue to arrange

for such festivals on an ongoing basis in the future.

Dharmo Rakshati Rakshitah. 

Jai Sri Krishna.

■

www.stephen-knapp.com 
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Chicago Suburb Recognizes 

Persecution of Bangladeshi Hindus

For additional information about the proclamation, its genesis, or the ethnic cleansing of Bangladesh's Hindus, contact

Dr. Richard Benkin, Tel: 1-847-922-6426,  Email: drrbenkin@comcast.net

http://www.InterfaithStrength.com, http://www.interfaithstrength.blogspot.com/

Mount Prospect, Illinois, a Chicago

suburb of about 55,000 people has

become the first US locality to

recognize the oppression of Hindus

in Bangladesh.  The proclamation

declares the 2013 dates of Durga

Puja, October 9-13, "Days of

Remembrance and Rededication."

The proclamation, read aloud by

Mayor Arlene A. Juracek at a

packed village board meeting, noted

Mount Prospect's history of

recognizing the Holocaust and its

obligation to "remain vigilant

against hatred, persecution, and

tyranny"; that "the Hindu festival of

Durga Puja affords us the

opportunity to rededicate ourselves

to these principles [and that] scant

attention is being paid to the plight

of Bangladeshi Hindus who live

each day in fear of atrocities being

committed against them for their

religious beliefs."

In accepting the proclamation,

human rights activist Dr. Richard

Benkin noted that "Hindus have

been subject to random and

organized attacks in Bangladesh"

for decades and people's lack of

awareness of "the horror" has been

his "greatest obstacle" in fighting to

stop them.  He said that because of

the village's action he is "more

confident than ever that we will

prevail."
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³ees ceeb HeM³eefle meJe&$e meJe¥ ®e ceef³e HeM³eefle~
lem³eenb ve ÒeCeM³eeefce me ®e ces ve ÒeCeM³eefle~~6-30~~ declares

Lord Krishna in the Bhagvad Gita. He makes it clear to

us that, "For one who sees me everywhere and sees

everything in me, I am never lost, nor is he ever lost to

me." Growing up, I always observed this passage

plastered to the walls of Shiv Mandir - where it stands

arching above us almost like a foundation for my

actions. It is in these subtle ways, I have slowly

realized, the temple has etched my path to see with

purity, "everywhere," and in, "everything," - leading me

to a spiritually inclined life. Through temples, we learn

the importance of our heritage, feel cleansed with the

pure vibrations that surround us, and most importantly

take pride in our culture. 

Humans mirror their cultural values. We are like a sea

of sponges- absorbing the knowledge and values in our

environment. Through programs in the temple, we soak

in our rich tapestry - our heritage. When we learn

slokas and bhajans, we instill righteous morals in

ourselves. These morals teach us not to repeat the same

mistakes as ones before us and cleanse our soul.

Likewise, we tie a knot with our heritage by learning

traditional Hindu instruments like the sitar and tabla.

While we are immersed in melodic harmony on the

surface, we are faced with life-changing experiences

underneath. We slowly become disciplined, gain time-

management skills, and most importantly, learn to hold

our Guru in utmost respect. We even connect with our

culture with second-hand experiences. As we observe

the joy twinkle in our parents' eyes when the family

goes to the mandir, the dancing lights and fireworks

that blaze through the night sky after burning Ravana

for good, and the sight of our parents praying and

continuing their heritage- this teaches the youth the

foundation of our Hindu community. This is important

for it can teach us the best way to live in harmony with

our surroundings and most importantly, learn about

ourselves. Our religion and culture is one that we can

take pride in. 

Pride will make the Indian youth have a self-belonging

in their community through temples. Whenever I visit

the mandir, I am engulfed in the peaceful ambiance. It

seems as if sour, green, jealousy doesn't have any place

in my world. It seems as if hatred doesn't exist. It

seems as if Ravana's vengeful anger steamed away

during the Ramayana - never to taint our world again. 

Eventually, having pride in Hinduism means having

pride in ourselves and temples acquaint us with our

religion. Our religion, with its rich origin, is far beyond

blind ritual practices, but in fact is a scientific way of

living. I find it fascinating that while being such an

ancient religion, Hindu texts describe scientific

discoveries of this era such as the Big Bang. Our

religious texts gift us with a balanced, healthy way of

living with yoga and ayurveda.  Nevertheless, slowly

and slowly our faith in our religion is dwindling and

western culture is invading ours. Hinduism has a

magnitude to offer us and we must revive it. We must

always believe in our religion - always believe in

ourselves. 

With temples, my culture, heritage, inner-peace, and

pride, "are never lost to me," and, "I am never lost," to

God. They best reinforce, "Vasudev Kutumbakam," so

this whole world can be one family and let peace

prevail over every living and non-living entity.    ■

Importance of 
Temple in the Life of 

Indian-American Youth
■■ By Aniruddha Gupta

About the author
Aniruddha Gupta, a seventh

grader based in Atlanta, is

passionate about animals,

astronomy and tennis and is

deeply interested in knowing

more about the Indian culture.

He is learning Hindi language

and Hindu culture at VHP of

America, Atlanta Balvihar.
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week after my time as a counselor at World

Hindu Council of America's (VHPA) summer

camp, ended, I still find myself singing the

bhajans we sang every night. "Bolo bolo sab mil

bolo, Om Namah Shivaya!" just keeps on repeating itself in

my head. Waking up to do the morning shakha, educating

campers on how to apply practices of Hinduism into their

everyday life, and doing aarti every night are just a few of

the experiences that campers and counselors have at camp to

both learn about, and practice their faith. Coming from a

community where there were no other Hindu youth, VHPA

had given me the opportunity once before my senior year of

high school and now as a counselor, to not only learn about

my religion, but find a group of life long friends that share

the same interest and desire to learn about their faith. 

My experience as a camper had not only allowed me to learn

about Hinduism, but also inspired me to learn more on my

own and give back to the Hindu community. It was because

of this desire to give back that I would return to camp two

years later to be a counselor. 

Being at a point in my life where getting closer to my

religion and learning more about it was important to me,

deciding to be a counselor was an easy decision. Having the

chance to grow within my religion as well as help impact the

youth of our community was a learning experience in many

ways. Whether it was practicing different yogasanas and

activities during counselor meetings, researching and

planning educations to teach, or reading the Mahabharata,

my experience preparing to be counselor was a learning

process on its own.

Every step the 42 person counselor team took to prepare for

camp and the 170 campers that were on their way was well

worth it when camp began and we could see how much our

hard work had paid off. As cliché as it may sound, the past

week of camp was one of the best I have had. It was getting

to spend mornings with my campers, doing exercises, to just

sitting down and getting to know each camper during meals

that made camp special. Laughing together during skit night,

enjoying the talents of campers during the talent show,

having open discussions during education time, and even

participating in water balloon fights during Holi, every event

and activity at camp allowed everyone to become closer and

become a family. 

Being a counselor not only opened my eyes to so much

about my Hindu faith, but also gave me the chance to be a 

VHPA Houston Camp 
Inspires Youths to Learn

and Grow Together

A

■■ By Suchita Avasthi
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leader and impact the campers in a positive way. That

being said, one of the things counselors worry about is not

having a big enough influence on our campers. One of my

co-counselors, Vidha Dixit, who I had met during my time

as a camper and who I have been lucky enough to stay in

touch with years later, said it best when she was telling me

about her second and third grade campers. "I was

concerned that my instructions on 'The Importance of

Bhajans' didn't make a large enough impact on my

campers," she said, "however, I knew I had succeeded in

my goal to influence my kids when they all spontaneously

burst into bhajans during our last day together, forming a

joyful circle as they sang 'Om Namah Shivaya' at the top

of their lungs!" Knowing that we, as counselors, had a

positive affect on our campers made the whole experience

worth it. 

Helping campers grow in their faith allowed us as

counselors to grow as well. Subhash Gubba, another

counselor that I had met as a camper, shared the sentiment

when I asked him about his experience in learning about

Hinduism through being a counselor. "I've always been a

strong believer in Hinduism," he told me, "but being able

to share my beliefs and help guide younger children in the

same path has both tested my faith and strengthened my

love for my religion".  As counselors we are given the

great opportunity to learn and grow as people and Hindus.

The same can be said for our campers. VHPA camp gives

kids the chance to be with friends that help them learn and

grow as Hindus. It's an experience that simply can't be

replaced.

As a camper, I didn't understand how much hard work and

preparation was put into the camp in order to make it a

great experience for everyone. Weekly counselor meetings

were held throughout the summer in which we planned out

games and activities for campers to play, different

exercises and yoga poses, as well as many ways for us to

be good leaders and role models for our campers. Not only

that, but countless hours were put into making sure that

educations were both engaging, yet informative for the

campers so that they would not only learn about Hinduism

during camp, but learn how they could take those lessons

and apply them to their everyday lives at home. It wasn't

just us counselors putting camp together however. There

were countless volunteers in the kitchen who cooked meals

for everyone at camp, many donors who helped fund for

the food and other items that were used in different

activities and games, and so many more people who had a

hand in putting camp together were involved in making the

experience what it was. 

Of course, none of this would have been possible without

the hard work and preparation done by our coordinators,

Kavita Pallod and Sujata Amin. Both coordinators put in

countless hours to make sure that everyone knew what

they needed to do and that every aspect of camp was

handled. The experience would not have been the same

without them and for that they deserve the highest praise.

A big thank you also goes out to all of my co-counselors

and to the volunteers who made this camp possible. I

learned so much about my faith and myself through the

process of working with others and putting camp together.

This was the 29th year that VHPA has put on camp and I

can't wait to return to be a part of many, many more! ■

About the author
Suruchi Avasthi is a sophomore at the University of Texas at

Austin pursuing a dual degree in Business and Journalism. She

is currently working as the Creative Writing and Blogging

Intern for local Austin jewelry store, Eliza Page. Her camp

involvement spans one year as a camper and one year as a

counselor.
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he world's largest Hindu

temple, with a towering

height of 405 feet and a

hall with a seating capacity

for 20,000, is to be built in Bihar, an

official said Wednesday.

The construction of the temple is to start after Durga

Puja in Bihar's West Champaran district, said an

official of the trust that is undertaking the ambitious

project.

The proposed Virat Ramayan Mandir, at Janki Nagar

near Kesaria in West Champaran district, about 125

km from here, will stand almost double the height of

world-famous 12th century Angkor Wat temple

complex in Cambodia, which is 215 feet high.

The complex will comprise of 18 temples with high

spires, and its Shiv temple would have the largest

Shivling in the world, another distinction. 

"The construction work will start after Durga Puja

this month," Acharya Kishore Kunal, secretary of

Patna-based cash-rich Mahavir Mandir Trust, said.

Kunal, a retired IPS officer and the man behind the

mega project, said work of earth filling at the 190

acre site is going on since last month.

He said the temple would have a whopping seating

capacity of 20,000 in the hall facing the main temple,

which will have the Murtis of Ram, Sita, Luv and

Kush.

According to him, no temple in the world has such a

huge seating capacity. The temple is to be built at a

cost of over Rs.500 crore. He said earlier the temple

was named `Virat Angkor Wat Ram Mandir' but later

its name was changed following objection by some

people in Cambodia. Angkor Wat was built during

Hindu king Suryavarman's rule and is today a Unesco

World Heritage site."The funds for the temple will be

donated by devotees, particularly common people

across the country," Kunal said. ■

World's
Largest 
Hindu Temple
to Come up 
in Bihar

T
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The proposed temple will stand double the height of world-famous Angkor Wat temple in Cambodia

Source: www.dailypioneer.com/top-stories/worlds-largest-hindu-temple-to-come-up-in-bihar.html
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From the speech at the second Hindu Mandir

Priests' Conference, NY

Je³eb Heb®eeefOekebÀ Meleb (Vayam Panchadhikam Shatam;

we are five plus a hundred) said Yudhishtira when

he heard the Kauravas were in danger. The

implication was that the five Pandavas would rush

to help their cousins, the Kauravas in times of

danger, the enmity between the relatives

notwithstanding. This has always been a Hindu

mandate, but unfortunately it hasn't always

worked out that way. We need to keep that in

mind even when we are not in danger because the

welfare of all Hindus is the responsibility of every

Hindu. What prompted this observation now?

After all the Hindu Community is not divided into

Kauravas and Pandavas although it may feel that

way sometimes. But I felt we need to be reminded

of this implied mandate on the second day of the

second Hindu Mandir Priests' Conference

(HMPC) at the Shri Surya Narayana Mandir in

Jamaica, Queens, NY on June 1, 2013.

When Pt. Vishnu Hardowar finished his speech at

the 2nd HMPC, my mind was stuck with echoes

of his pleas for coming together! I was struck with

a tremendous sense of guilt as I NEVER ever

knew that the Caribbean community (our brethren

from distant lands) experienced the sense of

vacuum, a sense of isolation from the Hindu

community from India as articulated by Pt.

Hardowar.

What is remarkable is that more than five decades

are past since the building of major Hindu temples

began, and we still haven't bridged the gaps? In

fact, in a way, it is NOT remarkable! Why? It is

because of my own experience in the past 5

decades with the Indian community. And that is

not unique. Every Indian community has

experienced that in North America. If it is any

comfort to our brethren from the Caribbean, let

me state that many gaps are still left open between

different interest groups of Indians from India

(language, caste, sub-caste, state of origin, etc.)

Even within the sub-ethnic groups there are

serious problems. The New York Ganesha Temple

management went through hell and courts for a

decade or more. Our efforts to blend both

Dravidian (from south) and Hindustani (from

north) traditions in our temple in Connecticut and

attempts to bring in both Carnatic and Hindustani

musicians, at our RAGA Club, with the sole

object of satisfying everyone, have simply not

worked. I came to the realization about a decade

ago that it is futile to continue to try to "bring

people together" irrespective of all that makes

them cling to their sub-sub ethnic affiliations. It is

not going to work. Just look at some of the most

thriving groups: Tamil Sangam, Telugu

Association of North America, Kannada Koota,

Maharashtra Mandal, Bengali Association, etc.

etc. It gets better! There is an association whose

acronym is NASA (North American Sanketi

Association!) If you don't know what that means,

don't bother! What is important is that each of 

We are Five plus a
Hundred

■■ By Dr. Sheenu Srinivasan
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these thriving sub-sub-ethnic Indian

communities in North America has

thousands of members in each state

and their national meetings attract

several thousand. They eat foods that

they like, listen to music they like, dress the way

their families did, talk (and joke!) in their own

languages, and still identify with India. Anything

wrong with that? No, it is reality. That's the way it

is. To expect this group of India-born Hindus to

reach easily beyond their other sub-ethnic groups

and embrace Indians from other parts of the world

is not realistic, as pessimistic as it may sound. Each

of these groups has enough internal  problems to

keep them stirring their own pot. The fact that

VHPA extended a helping hand and made them feel

"at home" is comforting indeed. These brave men

and women from the Caribbean (yes, they are truly

brave) have been through hell and yet they have

been able to preserve their heritage. That

experience is unique and  very much unlike that of

Hindus from India. They have done well with good

education, a great work ethic and have an

impressive capability to articulate their ideas clearly

and confidently. So what can we do now? A natural

feeling of kinship with Hindus from anywhere is

what we now need to bring under a large tent all

Hindus, irrespective of their origin or language

loyalties. Therein may be a possible clue to provide

a common platform to mingle, enjoy and grow

together even as individual sub-ethnic practices

prevail and thrive. How is that possible?

The common thread is the attachment of all Hindus

to Hindu value system as enshrined in the Vedas

and Upanishads, other scriptures, epics, drama,

poetry, Sanskrit based spiritual and cultural

traditions such as worships, samskars, Yogic and

Ayurvedic methodologies and a host of other

aspects of our heritage most common to all Hindus.

A serious study of these rich components of

Hinduism, especially by the youth, leading to

research, seminars, symposia, scholarships may

help strengthen the bond. Even here clearly there

are differences, especially in worship procedures,

chanting intonations and even exterior features such

as clothing worn by priests, etc. These differences

will remain and need to be simply acknowledged

and respected.

Let the love for the common heritage serve as the

basis for establishing chairs of Hinduism in

universities across North America. Let it serve as a

bridge to forge partnerships with Hindu intellectuals

in India, the U.S. and worldwide. Let it serve to

open up a whole new era where we reach for the

common good even as we retain our individual,

language based identities. ■
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The first ever Diwali festival was celebrated
at the U.S. Congress on Tuesday (October,
29 th) amidst chanting of Vedic mantras by
a Hindu priest. Over two dozen influential
lawmakers along with eminent Indian-
Americans gathered at the Capitol Hill to
light the traditional "diyas".The event - the
first of its kind event at the Capitol Hill -
was organized by the two Co-Chairs of the
Congressional Caucus on India and Indian
Americans, Congressmen Joe Crowley and
Peter Roskam in recognition of increasing
presence of the Indian-American
community.The occasion was also used to
highlight significance of India-US
relationship. "I have come here to say
Happy Diwali," said Nancy Pelosi, Leader
of the Democratic Party in the House of

Representatives. "United States owes a
great debt of gratitude to India. Because
our civil rights movement was built on the
non-violent movement in India. Martin
Luther King studied there, spoke there.We
are blessed not only by that legacy, but also
by the presence of so many Indo-Americans
in our country," Pelosi said.
Congresswoman, Carolyn B Maloney, who
had recently launched a campaign for
issuing a Diwali stamp, rued that the US
Postal Service had recently turned down
the request. As such she urged the Indian
American community to work together in
this regard. "It is time to have Diwali
stamp," she said. "India and the United
States have so much in common," said
Congressman Elliot Engel, Ranking

member of the House Foreign Affairs
Committee and appreciated the
contribution of Indian Americans in the
country.The outgoing Indian Ambassador
to the US, Nirupama Rao, also spoke on
the occasion, along with other
Congressmen including Mike Honda, Sheila
Jackson Lee, David Price, Charles Bernard
"Charlie" Rangel, and Steny Hoyer.

P.T.I.

Capitol Hill Lights up for Diwali Festival
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eople who belittle Ramayan as a

mythology or a mere epic and Lord Ram

as a fictitious character should be ready

to give up their skepticism. Two Chennai-based

botanists have come out with a three-year-long

study which establishes that the Ramayan is a true

life story authored by Valmiki, incorporating facts,

figures, science and environment of the period.

All 182 plants (including flowers, trees, fruits)

mentioned in the Ramayan have been found to be

true. M Amrithalingam and P Sudhakar, the two

botanists working with the CPR Environmental

Education Centre, Chennai, said they could

confirm the existence of the flora and fauna

mentioned by Valmiki in the Ramayan.

"We tracked the route travelled by Lord Ram, Sita

and Lakshman from Ayodhya in the north to south

as part of their exile to the forest for 14 years. To

our surprise, we could identify all the plant species

in the Ramayan mentioned by Valmiki along this

route," Amrithalingam told The Pioneer. As a 

Ramayan-Era 
Plants Bear Witness to

Vanvas Route
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■■ By Kumar Chellappan
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